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word designates the philosophical and literary aspects of the
Renaissance. Humanism emphasized human nature as the
source of values instead of supra-natural revelation. The
Church and the philosophy of the Middle Ages had to a large
extent preached distrust of human nature, they had tried to
shackle reason, emotions and will by a rigid discipline, and
humanism was an intellectual revolt against this suppression
of human nature, stimulated by enthusiasm for ancient thought
and life.
The search of humanism for a new philosophy of life instead
of the arid syllogisms of scholasticism raised the question of how-
to interpret human nature. Was man essentially a rational or
an irrational being ? Was there a specific " dignity of man "
which distinguished him from all other creatures, and was a
spark of Divine reason glowing in his soul, or was man merely
a higher animal actuated by sensual appetites, by blind instincts
or by lust of power? Humanism branched out in various
philosophies with very different cultural and political implica-
tions. Certain interests, however, remained common to the
majority of humanists, especially the interest in the comparative
study of human individuality, of various types of men, and
of the diversities of nations. A large literature on national
character began to develop, which partly described the customs
and habits of peoples, partly attempted to explain their origin
and partly also expressed judgements on the merits or demerits
of nations.1
Humanism itself, moreover, was influenced both by national
diversities, and by national aspirations. The patriotism of the
Greeks and Romans was everywhere praised and held up as a
model, but also their cosmopolitanism was admired and imitated.
The ancient views of the character of peoples contributed to
the formation of national ideologies. The Italians were identified
with the Romans, the French with the Gauls, and the Teutons
with the Germans, and everywhere writers admonished their
people to live up to the virtues of their alleged ancestors, and to
mould their character according to their example. In each
country social structure and cultural traditions gave to humanism
a special colour.
The ranks of the humanists and their patrons comprised
popes, emperors, and kings, statesmen and officials, historians,
and other scholars, orators and poets. In Italy all courts,, palaces,
1 Cf. my survey on the history of these theories in Arckivfur Soziahcissenschaften,